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Rapid Response

Dedicated to my family

Reflections Cafe in Jacksonville, FL before rennovatiom. The cafe was
owned and operated by the designer's family
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Abstract

Rapid Response is a design practice that
responds to the accelerating speed of
consumption. It holds a reflective and
responsive mirror to our culture
of overconsumption. With an informed
critical eye and kleptocratic hand,
I consume, sample, and render the
visual energy of commerce and respond
directly in the stream on available
platforms and on a number of scales.
Central to this research-based practice is a desire
to expand discourse. Through a close examination of
commercial language, the visual techniques of corporate
branding, and the aesthetic narratives of commercial
spaces, I study the persuasive forces of advertising,
subvert the myths, and enact a counter-tactic against the
absurdities of creative production in free market cultures.
My practice inhabits both the studio and the classroom,
as well as events and workshops to produce spaces
of response.
A methodology of response is reflected in both
the work I produce and the scenarios I create; for myself
and others. The agenda of my practice privileges speed and
momentum. I encourage the utilization of design tools to
toward a performative critical response to the environment
and moment designers inhabit today.

Research questions

How does a rapid design response behave
within commercial spheres of traditional,
digital, and social media?
When and where can cooption and subcultural
mimicry become beneficial to a wide audience?
How do digital publishing platforms become
part of design strategies?
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A snapshot of Donald J. Trump's heated rebuttal during a Fox News Republican debate
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A rapid response capability
means that false charges or
misleading information can be
answered immediately …
in the modern information age,
that is not only as pointless as
trying to stop the tide, but it also
runs counter to the value of
openness that America wants
to symbolize.
A better response would be to
prepare to flood Al Jazeera and
other networks with American
voices to counter bin Laden’s
hate speech
— Joseph S. Nye
Soft Power: The Means to Success in World Politics
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The Dilemma of the
commercial image
E S S AY

Anxiety of globalization
“For many people, Sony is Japan and Japan is Sony. Germany is cool,
unemotional engineering efficiency like Mercedes Benz. Italy is stylish
like Max Mara. Britain is traditional like Burberry”.
—Wally Olins 1

On June 29, 1995 the Sampoong Department Store in Seoul, South Korea collapsed,
killing over 502 people. The five-floor pink
concrete structure built on a former landfill
had been hastily constructed in three years.
Despite the popularity and spectacular
launch of the store in 1990, its tragic collapse
marked a turn to the “Miracle on the Han
River” (the term used to describe South
Korea’s exponential economic growth
from the 1950s to the 1990s). This tragic
incident was not widely publicized and is a
historical counterpoint to the South Korea
seen through the pristine Samsung blue.
Twenty years later, South Korea has built an international reputation of tremendous financial success and global
competency, both in business and pop culture. Samsung blue,
(Previous) The Sampoong Department store collapsed on June 29, 1995 in Seoul, South Korea
(Right)
Rescue workers and engineers clear the rubble of the building
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LG maroon, and Kia red might be more recognizable than the geometric shapes that make up the
Tae-guk-ki 2. KPop music and culture are widely
embraced in neighboring countries like China
and Japan. In 2012, America was jolted by the
gyrations of KPop singer PSY’s Gangnam Style.
As a Korean-American graphic designer,
this should be a major point of pride for me. But
like PSY, whose song is ultimately a satirical critique,
I am weary of the rapid consumerism in South
Korean culture. I observe in Korean culture a
desperate desire to adopt Western (and particularly
American) habits of consumption and cultural
spectacle3. Behind every shiny release of a new
Samsung Galaxy phone, I hold a critical fear that
it will all collapse into a pink rubble cloud.

The ashes of a factory floor in the Rana Plaza, Bangladesh 2014

My keen interest in the visual language of
commerce stems from the same aspiration as the
‘tiger’ nation4. I both delight in the glitzy fantasy
of pop spectacle and am aware of the corporate
agendas embedded in its lights. When I learn of
100 Chinese shoppers buried under the wreckage
of the Dongguan mall in the central Guangdong
province of China5, or when I read about the Rana
Plaza collapse in Bangladesh that killed 1,130
people, I push my work to be more critical about my
creative response to commercial imagery. Personal

1
Olins, Wally. Trading Identities:
Why Countries and Companies Are Taking on
Each Others’ Roles. London: Foreign Policy
Centre, 1999.
2

South Korea’s national flag

3
Debord, Guy. The Society of the Spectacle.
New York: Zone Books, 1994.
4

colloquial term for the Korean peninsula

5

a building collapse that happened in 2000
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experience has informed my attitude and allowed
me to develop a strategy of working from within.
I was 12 years old when my dad decided to
move my family from the suburbs of Boulder, CO
to the major metropolitan streets of Seoul, South
Korea. By all superficial standards, my parents
embodied the American immigrant dream. Both
of them had come to the United States in the late
1970s in pursuit of a better life. My dad worked at
IBM as a software engineer, and my mom ran a dry
cleaning and laundry business serving hundreds of
students at the University of Colorado. However,
my dad dreamt of more for himself and took an
executive-level job at Hyundai Information Technologies in the spring of 1996. Little did we know
that South Korea’s economy would collapse a year
later as the Asian economic crisis shuddered around
the Pacific rim. The South Korean media titled the
tiring times of financial devastation as the ‘IMF
crisis’. South Korea grappled with the shameful
collapse of its tiger economy. Culturally, the collapse
was even more devastating as career salarymen lost
their jobs and a culture of lifelong employment was
dismantled. Being surrounded by such economic
collapse at an early age may have informed a
double-sided view of consumer indulgence.
Poking at Persuasion
Adam Curtis outlines the progressive development of spectacular individualism in his BBC
documentary series Century of the Self 6. I grew up
consuming images celebrating individual expression.
As a designer, I utilize the persuasive focus on the
self to situate a practice that co-opts and reflects
back onto the reader, viewer, user, and consumer.
Graphic design studio Metahaven challenges the marriage of the corporation and state
in their “monograph” Uncorporate Identity. “The
conflation of brand management and foreign policy
shows that a ‘Europe united in diversity’ reserves the
right to select its customers,” they write.7 The power
the corporation enacts upon culture is undeniably
strong. Apple increased their advertising

6
The Century of the Self. Directed by
Adam Curtis. RDF Television / BBC, 2005. DVD
7
Velden, Daniel Van Der, Vinca Kruk,
Boris Groys, and Marina Vishmidt. Metahaven:
Uncorporate Identity. Baden: Lars Müller, 2009.
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8
“Apple Ad Spend Rises 50% to Record $1.8
Billion.” Advertising News and Opinion from
International Thought Leaders. October 30, 2015.
http://www.campaignlive.com/article/apple-adspend-rises-50-record-18-billion/1370742
9
Frank, Thomas. The Conquest of Cool:
Business Culture, Counterculture, and the Rise
of Hip Consumerism. Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1997.

Edward Bernays speaking in the documentary
Century of the Self, 2002

“spend by 50% to a record $1.8 billion” in 2015 8.
Additionally, with the launch of Apple Music, a
major streaming music service, the company
has become a major gatekeeper of culture.
What I would like to propose is that the
commercial image can be a source for discourse
and critique. My work deals with an understanding of advertising as a globally accessible dream.
Advertising is a medium of desire. It is a complex
construction of narratives that transforms that
emotion into consumer action. Thomas Frank
outlines how post-WWII American advertising
culture consumed the counterculture of 1969 in
his book Conquest of Cool. As Frank explains,
“for the New Madison Avenue, the solution to
the problems of consumer society was — more
consuming”.9 The message to buy, and for creatives
to craft narratives of buying, remained the same.
“If you’re trying to persuade people to do something, or
buy something, it seems to me you should use their
language, the language they use every day, the language
in which they think. We try to write in the vernacular.”
— David Ogilvy

In a project like Clean Home Forever, I demonstrate
the potential for expanded discourse through the
sampling and reconfiguration of advertising imagery.
There is power in tapping into our collective desires
and memory. Advertising is a homogenizing force,
but also a shared reference accessible to a popular
audience. It is important to understand the motivations behind mythic and spectacular speech. To
me, these are aggressively employed in advertising,
broadcast media, marketing, and political campaigns.
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Dreams of Destruction
Capitalism has begun to constrain the productive forces
of technology, or at least, direct them towards needlessly
narrow ends. Patent wars and idea monopolization are
contemporary phenomena that point to both capital’s
need to move beyond competition, and capital’s
increasingly retrograde approach to technology. 10

Still from Dir. Terry Gilliam's Brazil, 1985

Sci-fi films are a cinematic space of imagined
futures; commonly they are dystopian. In these
worlds commercial and government powers collapse.
Such alternate realities is elaborately laid out in the
films of directors Ridley Scott, Terry Gilliam, and
Paul Verhoeven. If the sci-fi story is modern day
prophecy and fictions become tangible reality, then
the graphic designer’s medial position between art
and commerce, technology and tradition, becomes
very powerful. We can produce the skin of consumer
culture and we can reflect it back on itself. But can
a design practice be reflexive and still illuminating?
Additionally, the acceleration of
technology’s ability to make our lives “easier”
problematizes the productive position of the
designer. The speed of capitalist growth, the
persistence of advertising models, and noise
of marketing messaging isn’t going away. I
don’t believe we will slow the earth down.
Where do the designer’s responsibilities lie
in a time of mass surveillance? How can a designer
participate at a time when all activity has potential

10 Williams, Alex. Srnicek, Nick.
“#ACCELERATE MANIFESTO for an
Accelerationist Politics.” Critical Legal Thinking.
May 14, 2013. http://criticallegalthinking.
com/2013/05/14/accelerate-manifesto-for-anaccelerationist-politics/.
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for profit? Is there an alternative? Is this a bad thing?
This all sounds like a pretty hopeless situation,
but I find it to be a very exciting place to operate
creatively. I hope to find beauty in the excess and
detritus of accelerated capitalism by staring at it and
yelling into it. Furthermore, designers can create
spaces that exploit social media, internet publishing
platforms, and distributed digital technologies to
promote expanded discourse. This staging ability
is a fundamental role that designers must continue
to embrace.
Rapid Response
Social media and internet publishing provide
accessible platforms to interact and disseminate
a message. Every business, every organization,
every person, every art project, every brand must
exist on multiple platforms to participate in the
popular conversation. One strategy to approach
this condition is to model the Modernist rational
system and measure your ability to exist cohesively
on multiple scales; be a geometric corporate
mark on Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram 11.
My process is to work from within these
platforms, not create an alternative space. Adopting
the counteractive strategies of zine culture, the
independent publisher can create a space within
the dominant public. Michael Werner discusses
the importance and necessity of creating a
“counter-public” given the accessibility of internet
platforms12. “One way that the internet and other
new media may be profoundly changing the public
sphere, by the way, is through the change they
imply in temporality”. This begs the question:
How do you incite revolution in the stream?

RAPID RESPONSE

Still from Dir. Ridley Scott's Blade Runner, 1982
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Posters and film stills from Dir. Sidney Lumet's Network, 1976
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Parody and Play
In 1979, Sidney Lumet released Network. He laid
out a dark, satirical portrait of a compromised
news industry. Howard Beal, a schizophrenic news
anchor, becomes the voice of “reason,” reflecting
on a society at the mercy of corporate greed and
skyrocketing oil prices. Lumet’s film was a reaction
to the erosion of journalism in media and the deeply
troubled economy of late 1970s America. But read
today, it’s a haunting example of what happens
during moments in which technology, driven by
capitalism, challenge the standards of culture. As
the internet matures to a place where 40% of the
7.2 billion people on this planet are online, I believe
we are at a similar moment. There are 1.5 million
apps in the Apple marketplace. A large number
of these apps are freely available and the creators
generate revenue from ads. The motion advertisement has evolved from a popularly celebrated
medium (e.g., ‘I watch the Super Bowl for the
ads’) to a necessary distraction that keeps Youtube
and CNN articles free. This condition presents a
dilemma not only for publishers, but also designers.
Like Lumet, my works plays with the form
of satire, but unlike Lumet, my strategy is not to
create a counter-narrative or offer an alternative.
My work tries to subvert the myths created in our
minds by commercial imagery, becoming a kind of
reflection. “Myth is a value, truth is no guarantee
for it; nothing prevents it from being a perpetual
alibi: it is enough that its signified has two sides for
it always to have an ‘elsewhere’ at its disposal”. 13

11 Groys, Boris. “The Obligation to SelfDesign.” R / D. http://www.readingdesign.org/
obligation-to-self-design.
12 Warner, Michael. Publics and Counterpublics.
New York: Zone Books, 2002.
13 Barthes, Roland, and Annette Lavers.
Mythologies. New York: Hill and Wang, 1972.

CONTEXTUAL RUNNING BIBLIOGRAPHY
A running bibliography appears here and on the following pages.
Selections from the bibliography of this thesis are strategically placed
alongside projects and images.

The purpose of these peripheral notes is to provide context for the
viewer and for the designer upon future readings of this thesis.
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Methods of response
M E T H O D O LO GY

The methodology of rapid response expands
upon two frameworks articulated by
Michael Rock and Ellen Lupton; the Designer
as Author and the Designer as Producer.
Both designers encourage the idea that design
take place and be executed at stages,
before the delivery of a brief and even after
the project deadline.
The role of the graphic designer has now expanded
beyond author and producer. Developing a proactive
practice happens through the creation and exploitation
of situations and settings. The designer enacts and incites
reactions through the shaping of experiences and spaces.
Designers create spaces of response and generate expanded
discourse in a given community, time, and place.
Today, power is maintained by manipulating levers
of contradiction, confusion, and destabilization. The impact of
extremist terrorists, unveiling of mass surveillance programs,
and the pendulum swing of economic stability create a state of
constant anxiety. Think of how effective Donald Trump’s antithetical rhetoric has been. Observe the unsettling propaganda
of Vladimir Putin’s regime.
One direction to move in is toward a sense of order and
rationality, but I believe control has spiraled beyond that point
and cannot be grasped again. Also, I love my iPhone and enjoy
the convenience of outsourcing my brain to the cloud. How
does a critical designer behave and counteract in this paradox?
Top image search result for 'graphic designer'

Aesthetic production today has become integrated into commodity
production greenly: the frantic economic urgency of production fresh
waves of ever more novel-seeming goods (from clothing to airplanes),

at ever greater rates of turnover now assigns an increasingly essential
structural function and position to aesthetic innovation
and experimentation
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Mirroring
Co-opt existing visual elements from a
given subject and create quick, powerful
formal opportunities. Take a logo, copy
it, shift it twenty pixels to the left and
rotate it 30 degrees. Now, repeat that
action fifty times. Suddenly, a surface
becomes reflective of a cacophonous
visual environment. Steal, twist, and
rework the visual culture of commerce.
Sampling
Sample to build awareness and visibility.
Utilize the designer’s hand to arrange,
subvert, and construct new contexts.
Sample visual forms, language, and
gesture. Open up the fourth dimension
through sequence. And as Bourriaud
explains, the sample’s true potential
is revealed when manipulated within
the chain, loop, or feed.
Rendering
Render to provide visual cohesion. Trace
the ‘Sunoco’ logo on a two-dimensional
layer, sequence it in a pattern of five
other automobile industry related
companies, and then render through
software to appear three-dimensional
and wrapped in a soft flesh-like texture.
The source object mutates away from
a flat two-dimensional symbol, into an
unexpected form.

Fredric Jameson
Postmodernism

Branding
Branding isn’t just a coherent visual
and linguistic system that creates legitimate identity. It is also defined through
spaces, experiences, and relationships.
This is a manipulative opportunity for
designed persuasion. Seize it.

Appropriation
Appropriate and disregard all ownership
and property. Steal with a sense of
play and remove any respect for source or
original content.
Parody
Satire is your end goal and parody is
a single device used to create it. Imitate
visual and linguistic techniques
with pounding reverb. Use parody like
a devious tool to demand reevaluation
of accepted behaviors, gestures, language
and ideas.
Post
Tumblr, Twitter, Weibo, Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, Google Docs, Naver,
Egloos, Blogger, Medium, Wordpress,
Kirby, Evernote, New Hive, etc… are
publishing tools and a plethora of opportunities for continuous production.
Post, post, post = publish, publish, publish.
Instruct
Use instruction as a tool to reflect and
respond. Design is not a solo act, it’s
a constant mediation of relationships
with machines, content, and people. A
designer enacts and manipulates the
site of participation and understanding.
Embrace an attitude of instruction to
encourage a expansive design practice.
Produce
Produce to manufacture, and cause
a particular result or situation for
consideration, inspection, or use.
The tools and skills of graphic design
contribute, articulate, amplify, and
encourage the mechanics of Debord’s
spectacle. Embrace that empowering
position and propose situations for
public authorship, and response.

RAPID RESPONSE

Mirror the chameleon-like irresponsibility of
executives, bankers, politicians, and media
Sample the ideas and visual manipulations
of commerce
Render all your thoughts, opinions, identities,
and actions in a nonlinear manner
Create an undefinable and un-pinnable profile.
Branding is a tool to usurp and reflect against
the unidirectional messaging of marketing
Appropriate and lay claim to everything as
your own material
Play with the accessibility of parody
Post across platforms and networks to
obfuscate your stance and geo-location
Instruct to critically engage in every public
medium, network, and space
Produce your own contradictory
counter-narrative
Respond
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Guy Debord
Society of the Spectacle

The world at once present and absent that the spectacle holds up to
view is the world of the commodity dominating all living experience.
The world of the commodity is thus shown for what it is, because its

development is identical to people’s estrangement from each other
and from everything they produce.
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Logo Racer
3 - C H A N N E L D I G I TA L V I D EO A N D S O U N D LO O P

Logo Racer explores the culture of American
motorsport, NASCAR. The piece originated
with research around the death of Dale
Earnhardt Sr. on Feb. 12, 2001. I was drawn
to the visceral spectacle of this working-class
American sport and the dramatic death of
Earnhardt. He was a legend in the sport
even before his death, and was killed in the
final lap of the Daytona 5001.
Building on the bombastic and heavily sponsored
energy of NASCAR, I created a sound-based narrative with a
video component. The sound meshed together clips of race cars
with audio from the fatal broadcast of the 2001 Daytona 500
where Earnhardt was t-boned in the final turn of the race.
The video was composed of a speeding static background,
rotating text, and 3-D logos representing the roaring stock cars.
Sponsors capitalize on the loyalty of NASCAR fans and the
associated companies emphasize a myth of the working class,
and the renegade roots of American stock car racing. The
brands, corporations, and products are the skin that bind and
connect fans and racers to the spectacle.

Victory celebration at the Daytona 500
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Installation views of Logo Racer
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00:00:00

00:12:00

00:24:00

00:36:00

00:48:00

00:60:00
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00:08:00

00:18:00

00:30:00

00:42:00

00:54:00

00:66:00

Stills from Logo Racer
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Jean Baudrillard
Simulacra and Simulations

Disneyland is there to conceal the fact that it is the “real” country, all of
“real” America, which is Disneyland (just as prisons are there to conceal
the fact that it is the social in its entirety, in its banal omnipresence,
which is carceral). Disneyland is presented as imaginary in order to

make us believe that the rest is real, when in fact all of Los Angeles
and the America surrounding it are no longer real, but of the order of
the hyperreal and of simulation.
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In the three-channel video installation, video
clips of a speeding red static background, rotating
3D text, and extruded corporate logos represent
roaring stock cars. In my research, I observed that
fans had a strong identification with the corporate
sponsors of each race team. The fans’ loyalty to the
sponsors parallels the enthusiasm they had for the
racers themselves. NASCAR sponsors capitalize
on the passion of NASCAR fans. Each company’s
endorsement plays into the mythical narrative of the
working class and the renegade roots of American
stock car racing. The brands, corporations, and
products are the skin that binds and connects people
to the spectacle.
The presentation of this installation work
was intentionally amplified, separating the viewer
from the source event. The intended effect was
to mimic the distancing effect of broadcast sports.
Announcers carry the spirit of the event, but the
viewer is safe behind the screen. We are served a
reality separate from the physical world being
performed by man and machine. In the room, the
viewer is enveloped in the sound and fury of the
event, while only being confronted by sponsor logos.

NASCAR racer Danica Patrick

1
a race many consider the penultimate event
of the NASCAR racing season

Hito Steyerl
The Spam of the Earth
Image spam is thus interpreted as a tool for the production of bodies, and
ultimately ends up creating a culture stretched between bulimia, steroid
overdose, and personal bankruptcy. This perspective—one of more

traditional Culture Studies—views image spam as an instrument of
coercive persuasion as well as of insidious seduction, and leads to the
oblivious pleasures of surrendering to both.
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Better Tomorrow
B R A N D I N G + I D E N T I T Y + D I G I TA L A DV E RT I S I N G CA M PA I G N

Image spam circulates endlessly without ever being seen by a human
eye. It is made by machines, sent by bots, and caught by spam filters,
which are slowly becoming as potent as anti-immigration walls, barriers
and fences … They are still not a representation of the people, because,
in any case, the people are not a representation.
— Hito Steyerl, “The Spam of the Earth”1

The internet, for all its advantages, is home to
many seedy avenues of business. Two industries that exploit the speed and ease of digital
commerce are fitness and social media
training. Hito Steyerl, in her essay “The Spam
of the Earth: Withdrawal from Representation”,
highlights the diminutive subjugation that
results from constantly being surrounded by
low-quality aspirational images and advertising.
BETTER TOMORROW is a lifestyle intelligence
service. It coaches members to perfect their online persona.
The business operates on the philosophy that your online
profile is more important than your real-life existence. The
service combines the imagery and language of body-building
fitness with the motivational business jargon employed
by SEO2 and social media gurus. This combination forms a
message that comments on the aspirational ideals sold
by both industries. The anachronistic and low-quality dithered
graphics are a nod to the web trash that now invisibly proliferates across the web.
(left)

Proposed billboard designs for the Better Tomorrow digital lifestyle brand

Hito Steyerl
The Spam of the Earth
Their instincts (and their intelligence) tell them that photographic or moving
images are dangerous devices of capture: of time, affect, productive forces,
and subjectivity.

46
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The visual form of the design worked
in contrast against the slick perfection that the
company promotes. A thick and wide gothic
typeface was designed to embody the image
of power and strength. The design sends forth
a message that you, the user, are in control of
your profile and therefore your destiny. More
importantly, the design builds in a level of criticality about social media and internet marketing;
the design presents concern for such baiting.

(left top & top)
(left bottom)

1
Steyerl, Hito. “The Spam of the Earth.”
In The Wretched of the Screen, edited by Franco
Berardi. Berlin: Sternberg, 2012.
2
Search Engine Optimization

The website, BETTERTOMORROW.ME informs future users the potential benefits of the service
Better Tomorrow Gothic

Hito Steyerl
The Spam of the Earth
Image spam’s generic cast is not the people, and the better for it. Rather,
the subjects of image spam stand in for the people as negative substitutes
and absorb the flash of the limelight on their behalf. On the one hand, they

embody all the vices and virtues (or, more precisely, vices-as-virtues) of
the present economic paradigm. On the other, they remain more often
than not invisible, because hardly anybody actually looks at them.
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Better Tomorrow email newsletter No. 1

RAPID RESPONSE

As a service identity BETTER TOMORROW
exists only online. Despite the body-focused
imagery, there is not evident proof that the company
is even run by real human beings. The immateriality
of the brand is expressed by applications such
as a Twitter-bot that retweets and crawls the web for
like-minded influencers, a regurgitating Vine
account that repurposes weightlifting footage into
aspirational mantras, and email newsletters.

The Better Tomorrow brand, like any successful digital identity, exists on multiple social media platforms
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Jean Baudrillard
Simulacra and Simulations
All Western faith and good faith became engaged in this wager on
representation: that a sign could refer to the depth of meaning, that a sign

could be exchanged for meaning and that something could guarantee
this exchange—god of course.
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Production Infinity
I N KJ E T P R I N TS

A photographic series of still life setups,
Production Infinity, is a study in extremes,
representing the dizzying shelves of CVS
and Walgreens. Mirrors are used to “trap”
drug store products like Ajax, Axe body
spray, Monster energy drink, Hello Kitty
mouth wash, Palmolive dish soap, Salon
Selectives hairspray, Gillette shaving gel,
Airwick air freshener, Speed Stick deodorant,
and NOS soda. The resulting visual space
distorts and disorients the viewer’s gaze.
The camera as a tool of reproduction creates immediate spaces of reflection and simulation. The use of mirrors in
the composition of the photographs creates an illusory space,
bending perspective and dimension. Both the camera and the
mirror are in use in any retail location; the former to monitor,
the latter to deceive the shopper by expanding the perception
of products and spaces. The photographs in Production Infinity
operate in a similar illusory and heightened manner. The gaze
of the viewer is trapped in a patterned skin of cheap drugstore
products; items that are meant for “daily personal care”.
The choice to amplify cheap drug store products
and commodities comments on American industry and overconsumption by rendering the products in hyper-realistic
space. Layers of multiple angles are mashed together to create
a very dense composition. The result is a cacophonous, dense
environment where the shells of products reflect continuously
(left)

Studio setup for mirror box still lives

Walter Benjamin
The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical
Reproduction

For the first time in the process of pictorial reproduction, photography
freed the hand of the most important artistic functions which henceforth
devolved only upon the eye looking into a lens.
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into nowhere. The project has similar conceptual
intentions to Brian Ulrich’s photography¹. The
places and people Ulrich meticulously documents throughout his career are the sites where
Production Infinity begins (big box stores, shopping malls, supermarkets, and thrift stores).
My visual language is messy, obfuscatory
and works against the singular order of a Modernist2
tradition. I relate to Boris Groys’ explanation of
how Modernism should evolve. He describes in his
essay the Obligation of Self Design that “genuine
Modern design is reductionist; it does not add, it
subtracts. It is no longer about simply designing
individual things to be offered to the gaze of viewers
and consumers in order to seduce them.”3 To me,
an expanded understanding of Modernism justifies
design conditions that disjoint, juxtapose, and react.

Production Infinity Energy Inkjet print 32" x 22"
(left)
Production Infinity Beauty Inkjet print 32" x 22"

1

see p. 85

2
“Taken from this angle, what exactly is
postmodernism, except modernism without the
anxiety” Lethem, Jonathan. “The Ecstasy of
Influence.” Harpers, February 2007, 59-71
3
“The Obligation to Self-Design.”
The Obligation to Self-Design. 2008. http://
www.e-flux.com/journal/the-obligation-to-selfdesign/.
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Production Infinity Cleanliness Inkjet print 32" x 22"
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Production Infinity Strength Inkjet print 32" x 22"

59

Production Infinity Vanity Inkjet print 32" x 22"
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Production Infinity Waste Inkjet print 32" x 22"
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Malcolm Harris
Turn Down for What?
By creating millions of networked people, financially exploited but with the
whole of human intelligence one thumb-swipe away, info-capitalism has

created a new agent of change in history: the educated and connected
human being.

New Landscapes
V I D EO LO O P A N D 3 D R E N D E R I N G S

New Landscapes is a visual exploration of absurdity
and distinction. The project demonstrates an
interest in the generic architectural structures of
commerce (strip malls, big box stores, warehouses,
and chain restaurants). The project combines the
generic structures and the products housed in them.
Still from the New Landscapes fly over video

Roland Barthes
Plastic

And as the movement here is almost infinite, transforming the original
crystals into a multitude of more and more startling objects, plastic is, all

told, a spectacle to be deciphered: the very spectacle
of its end-products.
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N E W L A N D S CA P E S

Utilizing 3D modeling software, I re-skin
the undistinguished structures with patterned skins
that reflect the aisles in which goods like laundry
detergent, Cheez-Its™, soda, and dish soap are found.
The strip mall was not always an ignored
symbol of suburban sprawl. The plain buildings were
designed to accommodate an increasingly automobilebound America 1. Unlike building designs before it,
only one side of the strip mall structure had to be
designed… the front side facing the road. The rear
and sides did not need to communicate or embody
anything else. The store had only to attract customers as they drove by.
How does an establishment distinguish itself
when the very structures that it resides in are
ubiquitous and unremarkable? Architectural details
like McDonald™’s golden arches, the red awnings
and brick sidings of Applebee™’s, and the blue
metal paneling of Walmart™ are all recognizable
forms that are solidified in the minds of shoppers
across the country. But when those businesses
leave and the generic structure remains, how else
can the commerce housed within be expressed?
New Landscapes is not a proposal that
offers an alternative. Rather, it plays with a visual
possibility. Aesthetically, the project explores
a maximalist technique². Maximalism is a visual
style that is consistent in my work. Its application
in New Landscapes also serves the function
because the building wraps are meant to directly
reflect the density of the aisles contained within.

1
http://www.citylab.com/commute/2012/08/
sad-evolution-strip-mall/2894/
2

see p. 135 interview with Steven Shaviro
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Renderings of generic strip mall buildings
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N E W L A N D S CA P E S
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Structural rendering and 'wrapped' building rendering
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Various wraps of generic commercial buildings
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Mark Fisher
Terminator vs. Avatar
Similarly, markets may or may not be the self-organizing meshworks …
what is certain is that capitalism, dominated by quasi-monopolies such as
Microsoft and Wal-Mart, is an anti-market. Bill Gates promises business at
the speed of thought, but what capitalism delivers is thought at the speed

of business. A simulation of innovation and newness that cloaks inertia
and stasis. For precisely these reasons, accelerationism can function as
an anti-capitalist strategy
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Closed for Business
11” X 13” BOOK

“I’m going to bring jobs back from China, Mexico, Japan, Vietnam. They
are taking our jobs. They are taking our wealth. We have $2.5 trillion
offshore. We’re going to bring that money back. You take a look at what
happened just this week, China bought the Chicago Stock Exchange.
Nabisco and Ford, they’re all moving out. We have an economy that last
quarter didn’t grow. We have to make our economy grow again.”
— Donald J. Trump 2016 Republican Primary Debate.
Transcript. CBS. February 13, 2016.

In the fall of 2015, it became a serious reality that a real estate “mogul” and reality-TV
personality could legitimately become the
leader of the free world. Mr. Trump taps into
an underlying emotional nerve that citizens
across the country feel; a sense of injustice
and betrayal from Washington D.C., loss of
jobs to overseas outsourcing, fears about Islamic terror, endless wars in Afghanistan and
Iraq, and an entitlement to true signs of success that the number one democracy in the
world deserves.

(left)

577 Greenwich Ave. stands empty

(left and top)

306 Winthrop St. and 283 Massasoit Ave., a former video store and gas station

(left and top)

158 Winthrop St. and 349 Warwick Ave. await new tenants

(left and top)

400 Post Rd. and 330 Winthrop St. sit along the roadside

(left and top)

Empty store fronts of 750 Washington St.

Roland Barthes
Myth Today

This is because myth is speech stolen and restored. Only, speech which
is restored is no longer quite that which was stolen: when it was brought
back, it was not put exactly in its place. It is this brief act of larceny, this

moment taken for a surreptitious faking, which gives mythical speech its
benumbed look
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C LO S E D FO R B U S I N E S S

At the same time I began driving around
Southern New England and started to catalogue
empty store fronts. These buildings and storefronts
are exemplary of disappearing American industry
and outsourced labor. The unoccupied state of
small-scale businesses fascinates me, as an artist and
as a son of small business owners¹. These unremarkable structures are undecorated, utilitarian and
economical shells that reflect the humility of the
former occupants. They stand as an echo of loss
reminding the community they inhabit the costs of a
fast changing world.
With each strip mall that I photograph I
search for some sign or evidence of the collective
angst that exists amongst Trump supporters.
A small selection of twenty-one photographs are
bound together in a 13” x 11”. The volume is the
beginning of a longer and deeper search for what
really gets left behind when businesses close,
stores lie vacant, and jobs are lost.

1
designer’s family have owned and operated a
laundromat and cafe.

RAPID RESPONSE

The empty table top of a billiard parlor at 750 Washington St.

84

85

Brian Ulrich
INTERVIEW

Brian Ulrich is a photographer and Assistant
Professor in the photography department at
the Rhode Island School of Design.
His work is motivated by a deep interest in
the retail history of America. Best displayed
in the Copia project, the decade-long project
is composed of three series:
Retail (2001–6), Thrift (2005–8) and Dark
Stores (2008–11). The project began as
a visceral response to September 11 and
President George W. Bush’s mandate that
America spend its way out of tragedy. It
is composed of over sixty photographs,
many of which were published in his
monograph, Is this Place Great or What.
As an artist and photographer, his practice superficially resembles documentary photography. However, Ulrich
is highly aware of the fiction created within the lens, which
is then crafted by the eyes and hands of the artist. This
tension between fiction and reality informs how he examines
American consumption, collections of retail ephemera, the
design and construction of commercial architectures, and
they ultimately determine how he composes his images.
His photographs are included in many collections within the
United States, including the Art Institute of Chicago, the Cleve(left)

Untitled, 2005 from the Thrift series
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land Museum of Art, the Museum of Fine Arts Houston, the
Museum of Contemporary Art San Diego, and the Museum
of Contemporary Photography. Most recently, he had a solo
exhibition entitled Centurion at the George Eastman Museum
in Rochester, NY. We spoke at his studio in Pawtucket, RI
about his photographic practice, his relationship to American
consumerism, and the contradictions of luxury culture.
Role as an artist
JC

How would you describe your role and relationship to
consumerism in your practice? Do you operate as an
observer, documentarian or critic?
BU There’s a little bit of all of those things to a certain extent. The photographic language [of documentary photography] is wonderfully
powerful and can be effective. But it’s also super problematic,
especially when a specific person(s) doesn’t recognize that it’s
really the author’s agenda. When I saw that documentary, Century
of the Self, it made me realize that maybe propaganda is a more
honest definition of documentary. Within my own artistic practice
it changes and goes back and forth; sometimes there’s a real
embrace of the documentary photographic language. I’m very
focused on the fact that this is my opinion, viewpoint, my fiction.

JC

It’s interesting to think about image-based art, like yours,
alongside social-practice artists who embed themselves
in a community, either to propose a new economic model
or a new model for learning. Personally, I don’t perceive
myself as an activist or a community organizer in such
a direct way, but I think there is a lot of power in artists
being able to dissect our relationship to commerce
and consumption.
BU I think the activism is part of it for me, it’s just not so overt as like,
‘I’m going to propose an alternate way of living’. One thing I figured
out real early on when I started doing [the Copia] project—this
is way back in 2003 or so—is that it’s not very effective to try
to tell people what to do or think. It is much more effective to
empathize with their situations and try to understand it from their
perspective; in how people are operating within an environment.

JC

While shooting Copia, how was your experience when
interacting with the shoppers and store employees?
I am especially curious about the time you spent in
thrift stores…

RAPID RESPONSE

Untitled, 2006 from the Thrift series

BU The thrift thing is really fascinating to me because, that whole idea
really came out of a reaction to Hurricane Katrina. What was interesting to me about Katrina was that it really brought this issue of
race and poverty in this country right to the surface, literally to the
front of the screen. I’m always amazed that people in this country
never want to address that problem. And I [asked myself] what’s the
real allegory for rising poverty and the plight of disenfranchised?
JC

That reminds me of drop-off charity containers and how
they become a way of concealing the actual poverty that
is right next door.
BU Yeah, that whole cycle… The [origin] of the thrift store was a community service. It was very much about giving back to people who did
need and it usually didn’t go very far. You could get your neighbor’s
things and so on. And they went through churches. The church and
the village organization setup was one of the ways in which we could
deal with our problems of poverty.
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Untitled, 2006 from the Thrift series

There’s a picture in the thrift project of a basement with a
mountain landscape of Nike Air Jordans. And it was at a store I
went to in Chicago when I was photographing there for a day.
And I stopped on my way into the basement and made that picture.
As I was coming out, the guy’s like ‘oh what are doing down here?’
And I’m like, ‘I was making a picture of your shoes here’. And he says,
‘those are all basically fake, knock-off shoes. And what they do is
they bring a couple of pairs up every week to make it feel like you
found the treasure’. It’s a really smart strategy, right? Because it’s
answers the problems of ‘you can’t do what Walmart’s doing, you
can’t sell 30 t-shirts for five dollars’, but what you can do is tap into
people’s emotional inclination to want to find a prize.

RAPID RESPONSE

Citizenship
JC

How does your own sense of American citizenship play
into your work?
BU Photography and art making are really important parts of citizenship and a very important part of art making, from my point of view.
That’s one of the things I do love about the photographic language.
It’s fairly easy to communicate both subtle and very complex ideas.
And oftentimes very obvious ones. In terms of thinking about America, it’s interesting that you ask, because both my parents came
from Germany. They grew up in Germany and around the time they
became adults they came here and started their life together.
		
So, I grew up with a keen understanding of what life was like
in Europe. Well, it was more the idea that I developed a perspective
on my environment, and understood this country based on how
my parents saw it, which was different. Having these European
parents who were marveling at things. I went to school in Ohio
when I was about nineteen, just to get away from Long Island and
my dad drove me out there. We went to this giant early big box
store called Twin Value—it was huge. One half of the store was
groceries, the other half of the box was Kmart-ish stuff, and my
father and I were standing there walking in the place and marveling at it. It was also the very first time I saw the really big-sized
shopping carts, too. The whole thing was an amazing spectacle.
So this was the perspective that I grew up with. In terms of it
shaping my identity or relationship with this country… [pauses]
There’s definitely a lot of criticism of not just American culture, but
Western culture and certainly in the broader sense, capitalism.

JC
Yeah…
BU And of course capitalism has been equated with patriotism,
national identity, and democracy in such a fucked up way…
And I see the combination as really, really problematic.
		
What I am really interested in, is the way that we (Americans)
purge and absolve our guilt over consumption, especially middle
and upper class. ‘I’m doing my thing by giving it to someone else
that needs it’, doesn’t necessarily remedy anything but it certainly
makes Savers and companies like Goodwill do pretty well.
		
But, I think what is really exciting about being here or being a
citizen here is that this country has ridiculous potential. We have
really amazingly good things here that we quickly are thwarted from.
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Christina, Beverly Hills, CA 2015 from the Centurion series
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Los Angeles
JC

Your recent work deals with luxury. Where do you
see the signs of luxury desire being played out?
BU Los Angeles has been the place I’ve been going to the most.
The whole geography is a hierarchy. And so as you move
up into those hills, and higher, and even the way homes are
buried and secured… It’s the embodiment of [luxury and
wealth], and not in the way that cinema describes it.
		
Los Angeles really epitomizes many ideas at work within the
Centurion project. One of the reasons I’ve been interested in LA,
the landscape and the construction of the place itself, is that it is
built on hierarchies.
		
Questions that prompt a lot of the work in Centurion are:
What if there’s no middle class? What if the middle class disappears? And, if that happens, then we move back to a fiefdom.
		
Architecture functions very differently, it’s not narcissistic, it’s
defense. Again, Los Angeles makes so much sense. Its architecture
and landscape is a defense. Bel-air is the citadel and epitomizes it
on one hand; on the other hand, the whole city of Los Angeles,
more or less, is built out of a mirage. Not like Las Vegas where it’s
super obvious. When you spend some time there and pay attention
to the light, how it affects people, the city and the architecture itself,
you can understand why cinema is so powerful there and is often
made there because it is a certain quality of the light. The place and
everything has been literally conjured out of dust. Finally, the
biggest thing about Los Angeles is that anybody can actually be
somebody. It is very difficult, but it’s not necessarily difficult to
maneuver up that hierarchy.

JC

Definitely. It’s very interesting that you mention
Los Angeles. There’s a reality that you feel that is very
different when you are in the city. I remember reading
Reyner Banham’s book Los Angeles1, and he explains
how the original plan was very utopic. You would have
homes that are within walking distance of your workplace… and then you have the hill homes of Neutra, and
all these beautiful places where you don’t have to deal
with anyone. It’s all connected by the highways and the
highways become a democratic place. But the way that
worked out in scale was just…
BU Just like splat. It’s amazing because [planners] never factor in one
of the great tenets of American capitalism, which is the developer.

1
Banham, Reyner.
Los Angeles: The Architecture
of Four Ecologies. 2nd ed.
University of California Press,
2009.
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2
In 2013, Ulrich assembled
and exhibited a collection of
found negatives alongside
personal collections of retail
ephemera at the Anderson
Gallery in Richmond, VA. The
project created a rich narrative
history of post-WWII America
and its relationship to shopping
and commerce.
3
The American city planner
largely credited for the planning
for New York City, Long
Island, Rockland County and
Westchester County

An archival photo of the ground breaking of New Goldblatt's store in Lake Meadows Center, Chicago 1957.
Taken from Close Out 2, 2013

JC
Right.
BU Sure we know about Robert Moses, who thankfully at
least got one project done2. But developers, they’re
just waiting. They don’t care if it’s used or not. They just
want to plunk their golden shovel on the ground.
		
I went by one of the dead malls one time,
and they had a ceremony where all the developers were there with golden sledge hammers.
JC

[laughs]
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Potential for the commercial image
JC

How and when can the ideas and visual manipulation
found in commercial visual culture be productive?
When in both your teaching practices as well as in
response to your photographic work have you found
that to be productive?
BU All the time, there’s so many examples. When I first started out,
what was really striking is that people would come up and say,
‘After seeing your work, I can’t quite go shopping the same way
again. I feel like someone is watching me, and I’m hyper aware of
myself within the spectacle’, which is unbelievable. So many things
I hoped would happen. [What] I’m [trying to] teach [in my documentary photography class, is] helping students understand the power
of propaganda and where that language comes from, and [how it]
is actually closely related to documentary language. There’s this
moment where you see them realize that the entire environment
that is around them and surrounds them might very well be one that
is completely constructed for one specific purpose which is
to encourage them to consume; everything, culture, image, object,
relationship, etcetera. It’s a very fraught way of experiencing the
world. Unfortunately, it’s such a program that it becomes innate.
It’s a really hard thing to come to terms with. I’m starting to notice
with some of the students that there’s this weird existential crisis
of, ‘Wait, holy shit, it can’t all possibly be a post-modern fabrication,’
when sometimes it is.

JC
How do you search and create tension in your images?
BU There is certainly a lot more obvious tension in the earlier work.
Especially, the objects captured in Thrift get devalued very fast
and become relatively meaningless until someone decides they
have meaning. With this newer stuff, again it is the spectacular
object sometimes, and it is amazing. These people that I’m photographing for portraits, they really have a psychology that’s different
from what I normally experience and perhaps they’re not having to
worry about surviving.

Subjects of desire
JC

How do you navigate the relationship between criticism
and depiction of commercialism in your work? Do you
find yourself stuck in a loop?
BU Yeah, it happens all the time. ‘How do I do this and image this, or
respond to this or make this thing of the subject’? Subvert is one
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way, but there are many others, which allow you to
observe on a level that scrutinizes. But it’s hard. With
this newer work that’s looking at luxury, I’m really
amping up the tropes and strategies of desire so much
so that it can be hard to distinguish what is what.
Is it the photograph that is gorgeous and luscious
and seductive, or is it the thing in the photograph
that’s luscious and seductive? Or do those two things
together make me hyper aware that the whole thing
is an illusion? That’s tricky. Going in the direction
that I’m going with this newer work, it’s a rather
dangerous and devious direction, but that’s also
what makes me interested in going down that road.
JC
What do you mean by dangerous?
BU There’s plenty of work that’s done like this, and I don’t
mean to mention it like a criticism, Candida Höfer’s
photographs of classical interiors, and Robert Polidori’s
beautiful interiors architectures of luxurious spaces.
They solidify, in a sense, some of the ideas of luxury
and institutionalize them in ways and raise it up to the
language of high art. For me, that’s the dangerous part.
I don’t necessarily want to make the pretty picture of
the pretty thing and have people look at it at just to be
like ‘man, those shoes are amazing, I wonder where
I can get them’. It’s hard, because sometimes the
strategy is to bring the subject down a little bit. There’s
a big fight between content and agenda that happens
in the pictures.
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624 Cranston St., 2015. Photo by James Chae.
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Guy Debord
Theory of Derivé
From a derivé point of view cities have psychogeographical contours, with
constant currents, fixed points and vortexes that strongly discourage entry
into or exit from certain zones”
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Sign Language
2 C O LO R R I S O G R A P H P R I N T + P O ST E R S

Providence is a city of 177,099 people. In the
25.5 square miles that the capital of Rhode
Island covers, there are 40+ ethnicities represented¹. In neighborhoods like Smith Hill
and the West End the population is dominated by Spanish speaking residents. Through
a series of walks I photographed the signs of
local businesses that cater to the immigrants
inhabiting these small but diverse communities. Two posters and a companion booklet
documents the linguistic footprint of these
vernacular signs.
The posters represent two different neighborhoods
in Providence (Smith Hill and the West End). The former
neighborhood is dominated by Spanish signage and the latter
has an equal presence of both Spanish and English. The color
values are equal to create an optical effect that blends the two
languages together. The accompanying booklet took the found
typography and recombined isolated words in a playful manner.
My interest is in the unexpected collision of certain words.
English words commingled with Spanish words. The book
isolates the unexpected moments of connection that words
make while walking through a multilingual urban community.

(left)

323 Cranston St., 2015. Photo by James Chae

S I G N L A N G U AG E

Jeff Keedy
Graphic Design in the Postmodern Era

The vernacular, high and low culture, pop culture, nostalgia, parody,
irony, pastiche, deconstruction, and the anti-aesthetic represent some
of the ideas that have come out of the 80s and informed design practice
and theory of the 90s. After the 80s designers may still choose to be

anonymous, but they will never again be considered invisible. We are
part of the message in the media. In the postmodern era we are not just
mediators of information, but individuals who think creatively and visually
about our culture.

104

Connecting the experiences documented
in this project to the Situationist practice of the
derivé², I attempt to navigate urban spaces inaccessible to myself and non-Spanish speaking residents.
Commerce is the superior and connecting path
that guides the reader and viewer through these
recompositions of Providence neighborhoods.
However, the selective word choice restricts access
in a manner that usurps the dominant culture.

1
http://www.city-data.com/city/ProvidenceRhode-Island.html
2
French for drift, a dérive is an unplanned
journey through an urban landscape. The
Situationists preached this practice to observe
the subtle aesthetic contours of the surrounding
architecture and geography that subconsciously
directs the travelers. For me, this is a design
strategy of observation and research.
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Spreads from the Sign Language Risograph booklet
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Spreads from the Sign Language Risograph booklet
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(left and above)

Installation and detail views of Sign Language posters
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Pointsofpurchase.biz
WEBSITE

What if the internet became restricted to
a place only for commerce? This generative
website builds a patterned skin of buy
buttons. All the buttons lead nowhere.
There’s no satisfaction behind the mesh of
shopping. No longer is the internet a meeting place for free thought and expression;
instead the user is trapped in a loop where
all that one can do is buy, buy, buy.
We live in a world where Federal Communications
Commissioner Tom Wheeler must continually take a very
public stand against the encroaching greed of internet service
providers1. The ISPs would like to prioritize private commercial interests over the utility of the internet. Running parallel
to this is the constant demand for innovative technology
companies to put revenue before ideas. When these factors
of today’s digital landscape are taken into consideration, a
browser meant solely for commerce does not feel so far away.
Pointsofpurchase.biz creates a visual pattern exposing
this possibility. The button styles were gathered from a wide
range of existing e-commerce sources from Amazon, Paypal,
spam survey sites, and Yahoo. The generated patterns are then
applied to other commodity surfaces like T-shirts, mugs, tablecloths, mouse pads, and bookcases.

(left)

The Pointsofpurchase.biz site generates a never ending loop of button patterns

Gilles Deleuze
Difference and Repetition
He can thus invite us to go beyond all aesthetic repetition, beyond irony
and even humor, all the while painfully aware that he offers us only the
aesthetic, ironic, and humoristic image of such a going-beyond. With

Nietzsche, it is a theatre of unbelief, of movement as Physis, already
a theatre of cruelty. Here, humor and irony are indispensable and
fundamental operations of nature.
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This project blurs the line between speculation and parody. Appropriating the Web 2.0 tackiness of beveled buttons, the visual quality expresses
a conceptual absurdity. Yet, there is a potential
reality that is being toyed with that is similar to the
extrapolations of sci-fi, which is something Steven
Shaviro notes². Play and parody are essential to
my work. Speculation is a territory I approach and
circumvent cautiously because there is the danger of
fiction and the confluence of desire over ingenuity³.

Patterns generated by the Pointsofpurchase.biz website applied to assorted goods and products

1
The latest battle as of April 2016 was the
shutdown of Comcast and Time Warner Cable’s
plans to merge
http://www.wsj.com/articles/how-tom-wheelermade-cable-king-1461966986
2
Shaviro speaks about these dangers in
regards to transhumanism in the interview
published here (see pg. 141).
3
Reference to introduction to interview
with Steven Shaviro and designer's thoughts on
speculative design practices (see pg. 137).

Marshall McLuhan
First Breakfast at Home
The ad offers a view of ‘One Man’s Family’ … It would seem to be a formula
inherent in an industrial economy. To Create the widest possible market it
is not only necessary to produce cheaply, but it is even more necessary to

stimulate a constant readiness to discard habits and possessions alike.
Market turnover calls for human turnover.
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Clean Home Forever Pt. 1
1- C H A N N E L D I G I TA L V I D EO LO O P

Canadian media theorist Marshall McLuhan,
dissects the messaging of American
advertisements in his book Mechanical Bride.
His essay compilation provides a conceptual
armature for the scene reconstructed in
Clean Home Forever Pt. 1.
The video loop explores the implied narratives in
product advertising. In Pt. 2 reality renovation shows. In each
of these videos, the viewer is hypnotized by a continuous vision
of domestic perfection, in the trance, there’s no-exit; the absurdity is endless. The project builds a narrative through collage,
focusing attention on the peripheral narrative around the
products and subjects being sold. The products and brands are
blocked by a glowing red hue. Countless living rooms, kitchens
and bathrooms endlessly transform through generic
aspirational states.
The narratives of domesticity and nuclear family
harmony have a dated quality. However, the intention of
Clean Home Forever, as a project, is an exercise of diversion.
The simple formal gesture of keying out the hero product
creates a visual loop that highlights the background narrative,
while calling attention back to the advertised product.
Furthermore, the project is a demonstration of how the commercial image can be a productive source; to sample from and
construct a new argument outside of the coercion of marketing.

(left)

Stills from Clean Home Forever Pt. 1

K-HOLE
Youth Mode: a report on freedom
Consumption has never been a chance for absolute self-actualization. It’s
always been a matter of navigating the facts on the ground, whether macro

(Armageddon) or micro (buyer’s remorse).
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Clean Home Forever Pt. 2
1- C H A N N E L D I G I TA L V I D EO LO O P

A continued interest in narratives that
perpetuate domestic perfection and nuclear
harmony expands in Clean Home Forever
Pt. 2. In this project, the source content
evolves to the more complex productions
of reality TV shows.
Part two explores the visual mechanics at work in these
reality TV shows. Stitching together panning shots of living
rooms, kitchens, basements, front yards, and staircases into a
dizzying sequence lulls the viewer into a state of comfort and
sedation. Pt. 2 exploits the consistent production on these
formulaic shows and this simple formal connection highlights
the numbing quality of these projecting domestic dreams.
To claim that reality TV shows, specifically of the
home improvement and real estate genre, are extended play
commercials is a very cynical perspective. That sentiment is
not one that the viewer must be convinced of. However, the
connection that should be made is that the cinematic and
visual conventions in shows like Fix or Flip it or Fixer Upper
are very similar to images produced for advertising and
marketing. Again, as in Pt. 1 the viewer, the consumer, and the
citizen are lulled into narratives of desire that do not empower,
but nullify.

(left)

Stills from Clean Home Forever Pt. 2

Gilles Deleuze
Difference and Repetition

In all these cases, however, conceptual identity or Sameness of
representation is invoked to account for repetition: repetition is attributed

to elements which are really distinct but nevertheless share strictly the
same concept.
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Additionally, the real estate industry is built
on several accepted myths of property, desire, and
stability. A cursory reading of Fredric Jameson’s
essay The Brick and the Balloon affirms the cultural
position of architecture both as a social power and
symbolic relations. Pt. 2 was constructed to
examine the narratives of domestic architectures.
The loop isolates the revolving door images:
pristine couches, DIY home improvements techniques, trendy industrial era light bulbs, new paint
jobs, removed walls, and reclaimed table tops.
All these scenes are depictions of a life just out
of reach.
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Still from Clean Home Forever Pt. 2
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Metahaven
Can Jokes Bring Down Governments?:
Memes, Design and Politics
While people may have their say every four to five years in parliamentary
elections, they produce—at best—parodies of regime change.
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The Surebright Party
WEBSITE

The US Presidential election of 2016 has
been a battle of extremes. For the first time
in many years the Democratic and Republican candidates present polemic arguments
on how they would change the country. We
have Donald Trump, an underqualified entertainer on the far Right, while Bernie Sanders
has long stood firm as a far Left socialist.
Both candidates are popularly embraced
and seem to channel a strong current of
anger, disappointment, and resentment of
American politics. What is citizenship like
under a government whose motive is only
financial gain and where national participation is written like an employee manual?
The Sure Bright Party is a parodic work that mashes
the two poles of the political spectrum together. I sample
words, typography, and photography from business and political sources. The result is a party not bound by national ideals,
but capitalist aspiration. The party pushes a fascistic commercial
agenda to an extreme. Both the design process and the presentation are exercises in appropriation and mimicry.

(left)

Sayings and slogans from the @surebrightUSA twitter account
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Roland Barthes
Photography and Electoral Appeal

Photography constitutes here a veritable blackmail by means of moral
values: country, army, family, honor, reckless heroism.

WE BUILD PROGRESS

BRIGHT MORNING TO YOU

YOUR VALUES, OUR STRENGTH

A BRIGHT TOMORROW

A BRIGHT DAY

MIGHT AND BRIGHT

WE BRIGHTEN YOUR DAY

WE NEED YOU, YOU NEED US
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Installation view of the Surebright Party project

The project is presented primarily on online
platforms. Surebright.us is the main hub that
contains the party’s mission, ideals, as well as a
manual for supporters and volunteers. A key section
of the site is a manual on how to behave, speak,
and interact as a Sure Bright member; including
breakdowns of the party slogans, recommended
facial expressions, greetings, gestures, and fundraising scripts. The language was appropriated directly
from various sources such as Marco Rubio’s
autobiography Reclaiming the American Dream,
Goldman Sachs Business Standards Report and
newsletters from the Federal Election Commission.
All the materials are reconfigured to fit a populist
tone with a very commercial agenda. The populist
voice also plays out in social media. The twitter
account is written with an antagonistic voice and
baits supporters with aspirational claims.
The design language of the Sure Bright Party
is a blend of generic stock business photography,
ominous graphics, and straightforward typography.
The blue and red of the Star-Spangled banner
are preserved but the stars remain absent. The
fascistic logo projects a dystopian alternative, promising success, true change, and monolithic order.

(left)
Models demonstrate poses and gestures recommended to become
the perfect Surebright Party member
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Logo and posters for The Surebright Party campaign
(right)
Sayings and slogans from the @surebrightUSA twitter account
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Steven Shaviro
INTERVIEW

Steven Shaviro is a writer, cultural critic, and
educator. He currently is the DeRoy Professor
of English at Wayne State University and
maintains an active writing practice. He is the
author of No Speed Limit: Three Essays
on Accelerationism, Post-Cinematic Affect,
Doom Patrols: A Theoretical Fiction about
Postmodernism and many other titles.
His most recent book, Discognition, explores
philosophical themes of consciousness
through science fiction novels and stories.
I first came about his writing through his essay
“Accelerationist Aesthetics: Necessary Inefficiency in Times
of Real Subsumption” published in e-flux journal #46.
In the essay, he connects the hyperbolic state of capitalism to
aesthetic developments in culture, while explaining the origins
of the political theory of accelerationism. The essay draws a
strong connection between aesthetics and political economy.
I sought out Professor Shaviro for his understanding of the political and economic work of Marx and accelerationist thinkers like Nick Srnicek and Alex Williams in
relation to aesthetics and culture. In my practice, I do not
ever associate my work with speculative design. I maintain
a strong personal interest in the design fictions of Dunne
and Raby, Kosuke Tsumura (FINAL HOME), and Liam
(left)

Still from FKA Twigs' music video for Glass and Patron, 2015
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Young. However, I often find this work to be ignorant of
present cultural realities in favor of fictional indulgence.
Shaviro and I spoke over Skype about the Marxist
origins of accelerationism, the pitfalls of transhumanism, and the aesthetic potentials of hyper capitalism.
Accelerationism
JC

You often describe accelerationism as ‘the only way out is
the way through’ could you elaborate on that description?
SS Basically it means a couple of things, for me one is that I don’t feel
that ‘it was better before this rapid technology and if only we met
face-to-face all the time instead of having the internet, things
would so much better and real and more authentic.’ I understand
the yearning in that, but like most people who find themselves
as ‘accelerationists’ that doesn’t quite work. Both because we’re
mythicizing and thinking that older days were better than they were.
And because it’s very hard to turn back the clock that way and
really repeal the technology. I guess if we have a nuclear holocaust
that might happen but you can’t put the genie back in the bottle.
		
There are two types of attitudes that suggest things are wrong.
One would say that if technology is irrelevant, the questions remain
the same, they’re unchanged by which technology you’re using. The
other one would be technology is so important that you get
necessary X results from technology Y and, so on and so forth. I
think that I agree with Marshall Mcluhan and a lot of media theorists
that technology really does change things; that’s both in terms of
aesthetic expression and communication. Saying ‘I love you’ to
somebody in a text message is very different from saying ‘I love you’
over the phone, is different from saying ‘I love you’ in person. In that
sense, the technology makes the difference, it qualitatively changes
the nature of our relationships and our involvements. That doesn’t
mean that, therefore, one technology is always good and the other
technology is always bad, or that it’s not univocal. So, the questions
become a new technology that gives us new ways of interfacing
with the world and it’s a new medium.
		
I think it’s important to try and grasp what the technology
can do, and part of the point is the hope that we can use them
differently. We can talk about how internet technologies have both
enabled organizing of protests and surveillance by the government
in [greater] ways than before. It is true that technology creates
different ways [of doing things], and we should try and figure out
what those ways are.
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I think there’s a confusion between media for communication and media for aesthetic enjoyment, but the two
can’t be really separated from each other either.
JC

And we also see a confluence of those communication
modes in places like Snapchat and Facebook…
SS Personally, I seem to do work with media where there isn’t an interactive dimension, I’m not a gamer so I can’t really write about games.
		
In the 20th century a lot of aesthetic modernism had the idea
that you’re going to return to the ‘essence’ of the medium. People
like Clement Greenberg, in the mid-20th century, would say get rid
of all the extraneous stuff, which is merely representational, just talk
about the essence of the medium as itself. I have some sympathy
with that, but I don’t think that a medium comes down to just an
essence. Media can do a lot of different things, we don’t know what
they are until somebody does them. So I think, it’s not a predetermined essence, but it’s not affordances, to use that language, or
new possibilities and artists will stumble on these and discover
them. And let us get new things. Often it has to do with form rather
than that of a particular content, but really it has to do with both.
		
In film studies what I’m trying to do is think about how digital
technology has changed modes of expression or make new kinds
of expression possible and thinkable. For instance I’m interested
in music video because it’s a different medium and genre. It does
things differently from what movies would do.

JC

How do you see the production and presence of
music videos today?
SS Except for big superstars budgets have gone way down. But
there has been a sort of revival. 2007 is the beginning of Youtube,
and ever since then there’s been a kind of renaissance of music
videos. And a lot of them won’t have high budgets. So you have
people using digital shortcuts to make things as cheaply as
possible. You also have both artists using music videos as a real
dimension of their music and directors who are doing interesting things with the medium in terms of their work as an artist.
		
In the first category one obvious person is Beyoncé, whose
last album three years ago was called a visual album and she made
videos for every song in the album 1. Another example, for me is,
FKA Twigs, who I discovered through her videos, that are incredibly
beautiful and striking. She thinks of herself as being a dancer, as
well as a musician who is doing things visually.
		
There are also really interesting directors who bring interesting ideas to the table regardless of who they are making videos for.

1
Lemonade, Beyoncé sixth
studio album was released
April 6, 2016 and was also
released as a visual album
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Still from Beyoncé's music video for Formation, 2016

Still from Childish Gambino's music video for Sweatpants directed by Hiro Murai, 2013
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You [also] have some older directors who are now doing movies 2.
Then there are some younger people who are doing some of the
most interesting work I’ve seen in audio/visual forms. For instance
Grant Singer, who recently did a bunch with the Weeknd3, which
is his highest-profile thing. Another is Hiro Murai, who’s done a
lot of amazing videos. He’s working with Childish Gambino4, and
a lot of videos for other people. Nabil Elderkin is another one.

2
Shaviro cites David
Fincher, Michel Gondry, and
Spike Jonze
3

popular R&B singer

4

popular hip hop musician

Contradiction and Marxism
JC

Returning back to accelerationism, you touched about
it lightly, that you had problems with it as a theory.
What aspects of it do you find the most problematic?
SS Well there are a couple of things. My political take on accelertionism
is that it’s really just a fairly logical extension of traditional Marxism.
Marx is always saying that capitalism will always have these
contradictions and a new socialist society will come out of these
contradictions. My personal take on this is that Marx’s analysis
of capitalism was right, but that his hopes for how those contradictions would lead to new social forms have been very gravely
disappointed. The system we have seems very capable of adjusting
to new circumstances and repositioning itself with new circumstances instead of letting them destroy it. Crises and contradictions
are endemic to capitalism. In a certain sense, the Marxist hope
doesn’t work. ‘The only way out is through’ is saying that he was
right, that at least potentially that’s the direction we have to go in.
		
There are two things [that I find problematic]. There’s a book
called Inventing the future5 by Nick Srnicek and Alex Williams,
which is the best known book on accelerationism. I’ve reviewed it,
I like it a lot, but they draw lines too strongly between what they
think is ‘good’ and what they call ‘folk politics’, which they think is
bad. I think that’s unnecessarily disparaging and I think we
need a more narrow vein of strategies rather than to diss the older
strategies as reprehensibly as they do.
		
There’s also a right-wing accelerationism that goes back to
Nick Land in the 1990s that takes humanism to the point that ‘oh it’s
really cool that capitalism is completely destroying anything that’s
recognizably human and accelerating to this impossible [place];
in the end destroying everything. That seems to be working
nihilism in a way that I can’t relate to at all.
		
I don’t always agree with him but, I like Benjamin Noys’
critiques of accelerationism. He invented the term in one of his
books, The Persistence of the Negative6. There he’s saying that
there’s a certain kind of aesthetic of ‘let’s just see the biggest pile

5
Srnicek, Nick, and Alex
Williams. Inventing the Future:
Postcapitalism and a World
without Work. Verso, 2015.

6
Noys, Benjamin.
The Persistence of the
Negative: A Critique of
Contemporary Continental
Theory. Edinburgh: Edinburgh
University Press, 2010.
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up that we can and the biggest cluster fuck we can and get off on
enjoying that, which ignores that there’s massive human suffering’.
[Again, I don’t agree with him, but I accept his definition.] I’m very
affirmative in the aesthetic dimension, but there’s some truth in
the old Marxist thing about aesthetics being a way of not taking the
ethical and political cause and suffering to account. The other
dimension is the way I look at it through science fiction.
JC

I agree with your aversion to nihilism, but I do admit
to finding great joy in the excessive and over saturated
as a comment on America’s over indulgence. How do
you explain or think of an unabashed embrace of the
leisure class?
SS Again it is a contradiction, but it has to do with ‘is this available to
everybody’? Obviously it’s not. It’s only available to a small group
of people. Presumably, if people were really free from [labor] and
we had machines taking care of all the work, then people would
develop all kinds of other stuff that we can’t even imagine that we
could do and imagining that is what I go to science fiction for.
		
I heard a talk from Terry Eagleton, the Marxist critic, where he
basically asked, ‘In the renaissance what did ordinary people imagine as utopia?’ And he replied, ‘Seeing these lords who could just
do whatever they want with no consequences and you never have
to work and get away with all kinds of shit… Well that’s what ordinary
people were imagining. What if everyone’s life could be like that?’
		
There’s a lot of talk about the coming greater unemployment,
technological unemployment. And how more and more jobs are
politically put out of existence and this is often seen as a crisis,
because basically what’s going to happen is that the rich people
only have to consume more. All they have to do is make more
surplus and everybody else gets squeezed. It’s like Uber. I take Uber
a lot, and I talk to drivers, and they say they’re pissed off that Uber
keeps lowering the amount of money they get per ride and they’re
being squeezed. But what Uber is waiting for are driverless cars and
they want to own all them, and get all the money. Then nobody
will have work any more doing driving. Under the way our economic
system is organized that would be a disaster for most people, but it
really is the kind of technological possibilities of a life of more widely
shared abundance.
		
If we could ever live where all 7 billion people only have to work
10 hours a week, but just enjoy themselves the rest of that time…
in effect we are developing the technologies where that’s possible,
but the technologies would have to be tweaked in certain ways in
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order to serve the general good, instead of serving the profit of the
people who get the profits. That’s what accelerationism is saying
about technology. We should embrace these as possibilities of new
technologies, but it won’t happen just FROM the technology itself.

Hardt, Michael, and Antonio Negri. Empire. Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 2000.

Power and labor
JC
What are your thoughts on transhumanism?
SS The problem I have with all the transhumanist stuff, is that it’s almost
a caricature of the American individualistic way. It’s rich people
who own tech companies, [who think] everything we have now will
allow us to become immortal and never get sick. That’s a worthwhile utopia for everybody, but it really is just their ego and power
fantasies writ-large.
		
I still think that American ultra-individualism, that ‘I’ve got
mine, so screw you’ is what I get from all these transhumanists.
JC

You also described accelerationism in a state
of subsumption. How do you use the concepts
of economic subsumption for your work?
SS It’s deeply ambiguous. In Capital, Marx talks about formal and
real subsumption and he coined a very specific economic meaning
for that.
		
Formal subsumption would be when you have older forms of
labor in society that are so controlled by capitalist corporations.
Real subsumption would be when the entire means of production
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are all modern factories. [For example] having family farms, but
when the family farms are subjected to the problems of financing
and with poisoning and debt and getting their assets seized for nonpayment of loans because they had a bad crop year, that’s formal
subsumption. When you have big bio-agriculture companies that
farm intensively, mostly with machines, that’s real subsumption.
		
Recent critics have extended that idea of subsumption. The change from traditional Marxism is that, no longer
it’s just our working day but our leisure time is also consumed
by capitalism. Now when you consume your effective labor
inputs, Google or Apple or whoever is following every click and
using it and extrapolating data from this, which they can sell to
people for advertisements. I mean a perfect example is Facebook, because Facebook profits regardless of the content.
		
In a way it makes nonsense of the whole sense that I should
earn a certain amount, because we live in a kind of society where
there’s a general affluence, or surplus, or excess and it’s turned
into private profit where most people don’t get anything from it.
		
Forget the dystopian, and if you take all the aspects of
life today and amp them up a lot, what would we see in the
technology and turn them in different directions? What would
we see? New discoveries and new developments? [That is
my general thought] about science fiction extrapolation.
JC

You also talk about the affective labor being privileged
over material production. Could you elaborate on that
and the concept of ‘cognitive capitalism’.
SS Those are terms I’m borrowing from other theorists. There’s also
a book called ‘Cognitive Capitalism’ by Yann Moulier-Boutang, a
French theorist-philosopher. Affective labor is a term that the
post-Marxist philosophers Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt use.
		
Cognitive capitalism sort of means that capitalism is more
based on knowledge. The point that Hardt and Negri make is that
cognitive capitalism is that general knowledge that everyone has,
certain skills and abilities, starting out with things like linguistic
abilities, common areas of knowledge, are now generalized and you
can’t have corporate profit without them. Partly because we’ve
moved from work being done in factories, to work being done all the
time with finance and data and information and entertainment
and all that kind of stuff.
		
Affective labor can be understood as the labor that hasn’t
been mechanized, or is less in danger of being mechanized.
Labors that involve personal care. That’s all kinds of things from
nurses and doctors to bureaucrats that deal with the public.
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Such as, the fact that I’m too lazy to clean my house and I have
enough money that I can afford to hire cleaners to come in and
clean it for me. Or if both parents have to work then putting the
kids into day care, so day care is engaging in affective labor.
		
Getting away from having everything done personally or in
families is actually a good thing. It liberates us and makes it possible
for us to spend more time for creative activities, but it’s also problematic because it really involves more kinds of people getting paid
shitty wages to do [work]. [Another example of affective labor is
how companies are] trying to get rid of grocery clerks by having you
scan your groceries yourself. One of the things about [being a]
clerk is that you have to always [appear] friendly. There was a
lawsuit at Safeway7, where women workers said that the pressure
on always smiling and making eye contact with the customer [led
to] cases where male customers started harassing them sexually.

Maximalism and sci-fi extrapolation
JC
Do you associate maximalism with accelerationism?
SS That’s an interesting question and not one I’ve really thought
through. I personally have an aesthetic enjoyment and tendency
towards both minimalism and maximalist; to the extent
that minimalism in Modernity often has to do with a reduction
to the essence of the [medium or subject].
		
Stanley Cavell wrote a lot of about this in The World Viewed.
There he says you don’t know the possibilities of the medium,
artists have to invent new possibilities. You’ll never know when
the essence of a medium is because there’s always going to
be new and weird things you can do.
		
For me an aesthetically pleasing form of maximalism is the
‘throw everything in the movie and see what sticks kind of approach’.
JC

I see an appreciation for the imaging of extreme
possibilities in your examinations of sci-fi literature.
Could you elaborate more on why you find such
great potential in that attitude?
SS Science fiction, as a genre, works through a process of extrapolation. It doesn’t actually predict the future, but works through and
expands the elements of futurity that already exist in the present.
Bergson and Deleuze say that the past subsists virtually — it is real,
but not actual. I think SF regards futurity in a similar way: it consists
in potentialities that really exist as potentialities, but that have not
yet been actualized.

7
West coast American
grocery chain
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Stills from Unfriended, 2015 directed by Leo Gabriadze
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JC

In your examinations of film, where do you specifically see aesthetic maximalism playing out?
SS A lot of film theorists and film studies people have been interested
in the international movement of so-called “slow cinema”— works
by directors such as Bela Tarr and Tsai MIng-liang and others,
which (according to these theorists) make an act of resistance
out of a minimalist aesthetic, with long takes, long stretches
where almost nothing happens, etc. Resistance, because it is
opposed to the relentless neoliberal-capitalist appropriation
of time, it’s forcing us to be productive 24/7, its destruction
of both past and future in the interest of an eternal now.
		
While I respect these films and the recent theorizations of
them, I am just looking in another direction. I am more interested
in films which extrapolate the velocity and eternal-nowness of
our culture and make it explode (as is the case with all the films
I discuss in my book Post-Cinematic Affect, as well as such
movies as Joseph Kahn’s Detention and Tony Scott’s Domino).
I am also very interested in low-budget horror films that, you
might say, affectively mobilize the slowness of slow cinema by
converting it into a source of dread (e.g., the Paranormal Activity films, Bobcat Goldthwaite’s Willow Creek, or the recent
film Unfriended that entirely unfolds on a computer desktop).
These are all “accelerationist” responses to neoliberal culture
(whereas the art-house slow cinema films seem to me to be
yearning for a high modernist past that never really existed).
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Experimental Digital
Publishing
T E AC H I N G

Over the 2016 Wintersession semester,
I developed a curriculum with a colleague,
Sarah Jean Recht, for a course called
Experimental Digital Publishing. Together
we co-taught a six-week course and asked
15 students to reutilize social networks and
online publishing platforms in new ways.
We set a condition wherein they would
leverage their digitally native skills to poke,
prod, interact, converse, collect, and author
messages on the social media platforms they
traffic everyday. We framed social media as
a publishing engine where a designer can
respond rapidly, as well as moderate response
and re-evaluate communication methods.
F R O M T H E SY L L A B U S :
Print is traditionally the formal vehicle that solidifies and validates
knowledge. As such, publishing becomes a centralized authority,
providing information via distribution. Today, individual access to
publishing tools and faster production methods open up a host of
possibilities to empower independent voices and to reach specific
audiences. This course explores the growing space of digital publication, from authoring to editorial and design, as well as various modes
of distribution.
(left)

Archival image found in the Fleet Library Picture Collection

E X P E R I M E N TA L D I G I TA L P U B L I S H I N G

A central objective of the course
was to encourage a new generation of
designers to work within the network.
Students were taught to take advantage
of the publically accessible tools at our
fingertips. Within that directive critical
strategies of camouflage, collection,
preservation, identity, and invention
emerged. With a little time spent reflecting on these spaces, the students were
empowered to frame their own ideas and
messages quickly.
The class culminated with a
group publishing assemblage. Students
printed their work on letter-size posters,
created 90-second podcasts and
produced a group Bandcamp album,
as well as a sticker sheet publication.
All elements were grouped into a bubblewrap envelope.

A class visit to the Fleet Library Special Collections to view artist books

Michael Warner,
Publics and Counterpublics

A public in this sense is as much notional as empirical. It is also partial,
since there could be an infinite number of publics within the social
totality. This sense of the term is completely mode; it is the only kind of
public for which there is no other term ...

It allows us to understand publics as scenes of self-activity, of
historical rather than timeless belonging and of active participation
rather than ascriptive belonging.

148

(left) 		
(right and top)
(right and bottom)

Students critique the Window publication
A class visit to the Fleet Library Special collections to view artist books and zines
Students assemble the group publication
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Project Prompts
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Michael Warner
Publics and Counterpublics
The powerlessness of the person in such a world haunts modern capitalism
as well. Our lives are minutely administered and recorded, to a degree
unprecedented in history; we navigate a world of corporate agents that

do not respond or act as people do … The result can be a kind of political
depressiveness, a blockage in activity and optimism, a disintegration of
politics toward isolation, frustration, anomie, forgetfulness
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Call-to-Action
Workshop
T E AC H I N G

A workshop conducted with colleague
Sarah Jean Recht. Over a weekend, we
worked with thirteen students to orchestrate
a critical response to online advertising.
The students were asked to look closely at digital
advertising from both conceptual and formal angles. They
examined the images and language targeted at them. We
encouraged them to look closely at many invasive gestures
at play. The workshop brief was grounded in a belief that
online advertising is a structure of surveillance and power.
Therefore, the designer must place a critical eye on both
the messages and gestures that users learn to ignore daily.
Four projects were installed as a part of the RISD
Graphic Design Department Triennial alongside a ten-foot
banner. The content of the poster ominously admitted
our collective contract with online services. Beside the
statement is a re-constructed terms-of-service agreement
taken from Google, Facebook, Twitter and Instagram.

(left)

Installation view of the workshop results at the Woods Gerry Gallery

Robert Venturi, Denise Scott Brown,
Steven Izenour
Learning from Las Vegas

There is no reason why the methods of commercial persuasion and the
skyline of signs analyzed here should not serve the purpose of civic and
cultural enhancement.

Photocopies of the workshop brief

Hito Steyerl
In Defense of the Poor Image

Poor images are thus popular images—images that can be made
and seen by the many. They express all the contradictions of the
contemporary crowd: its opportunism, narcissism, desire for autonomy
and creation, its inability to focus or make up its mind, its constant
readiness for transgression and simultaneous submission.

Other proposed workshop briefs

Seth Price
Dispersion

Collective authorship and complete decentralization ensure that
the work is invulnerable to the usual corporate forms of attack and
assimilation, whether enacted via legal, market, or technological routes
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The Unzippening
EXHIBITION

The Unzippening was a pop-up show
displaying final projects of thirty students
from the Experimental Publishing Studio
taught by Professor Paul Soulellis and the
Internet Research Elective taught by Professor Clement Valla. The exhibition identity
and theme took inspiration from internet
and email spam. Those languages, tones,
and gestures played out not only in the
press release and promotion but also in the
manner of display and distribution of the
work. Each student’s project was presented
as an animated gif and then projected on
to the wall. The gifs floated freely in space
and the inherent variation in each project
created an assaulting visual experience.
At the event, the @unzippening Twitter bot, developed
by Lukas Eigler-Harding, allowed gallery-viewers to submit
Twitter handles through a website. The bot sent pre-scripted
messages to the submitted user account. The bot took on an
aggressive tone and made references to outmoded formats and
internet nostalgia. Tristan Rodman and I crafted this confrontational persona to match the spam tactics that inspired the
whole exhibition. The Twitter account acted as a digital bridge
between the physical event and virtual participants online.
(left)

Flyers announcing The Unzippening show designed by Ben Ross
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The third stage of the exhibition recast the
exhibition online. Online visitors could download a
giga.zip file that contained all of the source files of all
thirty student projects. The .zip file contained code,
InDesign files, images, notes, and each student designed
an icon graphic to represent their respective works.
The Unzippening embraced the physical and the digital
equally. The title was a playful nod to Fluxus happenings
and a lewd gesture to an extremely accessible, honest
dissemination of art work.
(top)
Installation view of the Unzippening opening. All the projects were presented as animated gifs
and projected on the walls
(left)
Screenshot of The Unzippening Twitter Bot
(right)
Screenshot of The Unzippening homepage where online visitors could download all the
source files of the work
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Vinca Kruk
INTERVIEW

Vinca Kruk is a designer, researcher, and
educator. She is a co-founder of the Dutch
design studio Metahaven, where she works
alongside Daniel Van Der Velden and
several international collaborators. In 2010,
Metahaven published Uncorporate Identity,
a design “monograph” that aggressively
outlined the studio’s work, political agenda,
and concerns, as well as a progressive vision
for contemporary graphic design practice.
I first met Vinca in Nida, Lithuania as a part of the
Graphic Design Arnhem Summer Sessions, jointly held by
Art EZ Institute of the Arts and Vilnius Academy of the Arts.
It was the first edition of a program that she has led with
fellow Dutch designer, Thomas Castro of Studio Lust. The
“summer school” aims to bring critical design education to
students and practitioners from all over the world. Kruk has
maintained an active teaching practice alongside her studio
work. She has taught at Otis College of Art and Design, Design
Academy Eindhoven, and KABK Academie van Beeldende
Kunsten the Hague. I spoke with her about the role of design
education today and the reflexive way it informs her work.

(left)

Uncorporate Identity in the formation of The Principality of Sealand
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Beginnings
JC

I would like to get a better sense of how education
works, for you as a designer, and Metahaven. I’m
projecting here, but I don’t see them as separate
things for your design practice.
VK Neither do I. Just to give you a little bit of background on what I
teach, where I teach it, and for how long I’ve been teaching: I went
through this strange kind of education model myself, where I went
to an undergraduate design program (Willem de Kooning Academie)
and then I was planning to do a graduate program and then I didn’t.
Instead, I went to this place called the Jan Van Eyck Academy,
which is a place that is more kind of like a residency program for
designers, which is quite unusual. Usually it’s something that’s much
more common in the fine arts scene. At the time you had three
departments: theory, design, and fine arts. And there is overlap
of those three. Theory and design was something I was especially
interested in, from a practice-based model, rather than an
academic model. So that’s why I did not pursue a graduate program,
but rather I went to the Van Eyck, which is usually a place where
people go after they have completed a graduate program. That’s
where Metahaven was born, and Daniel [Van Der Velden] and I
started working together for the first time. I was there for two years,
and then when I came out, I started teaching quite soon.
		
I was asked to do workshops and to start teaching classes.
I was 25 at the time, which is pretty young. I think that was great, in
the sense that it allowed for me to figure out a lot of things that I was
trying to figure out in my practice as I was starting my practice.
Because at Metahaven, our goal was never really to start a traditional
design studio, and at the same time we also did not know what
kind of studio it should become. Because being in an environment
where there was so much theory and fine art around, it was actually
the first time that I realized that I really wanted to do design. In my
undergrad program, that was about design, I never really wanted to
do design. I felt that way up until the moment where I was offered all
these other [opportunities] that I thought I was interested in.
[Taking on those projects and roles] made me realize that I wanted
to pool all these [activities] into design rather than, move myself
out of them.
		
I started teaching at ArtEZ Arnhem, I think, eight years ago
in the undergrad program (the graduate program is Werkplaats
Typographie). Then the request, [when I started teaching there]
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was to start thinking about how to rethink another line of graphic
design education that is not about topography, but is more
about editorial design, research based, and the outward-looking
aspects, rather than just the typographic crafts parts of it.
		
That kind of developed a thinking about how to develop that
within the course of the undergraduate program at Arnhem, that
coexisted with what happened at Metahaven. A lot of things that we
were working on, and how our practice developed, then fed back
into the types of assignments I was giving, but also in how to frame
them. The course is now called design research instead of editorial
design, which it was called before. [That change] is very much
something that came out of our practice at Metahaven. [It also] kind
of [comes from] a feeling that design research was something that
was not only a marginal thing, but it was really becoming a practice
for more studios.
		
Graphic design always changes so much with every change
of technology, but also in the distribution of content, publishing of content … the position of the designer changes so much.
And I think [the director] felt like about ten years ago there
was another moment of graphic design changing but he didn’t
really know how to articulate that. So, I think that’s what he
asked me to do, just to openly think together with him how we
could articulate that [change] within a curriculum at Arnhem.
JC

How would you characterize the difference between
assignments in Editorial Design and Design Research?
VK Yeah, sure. So I would say with Editorial Design, the focus was
very much on the designer becoming an editor. One of the reasons
why we wanted to change the term, [is that Editorial Design in
English is] very much connected to magazine design, right? So
it’s not so much about ‘editorial’, it’s associated with authorship.
That is very much what it meant within the framework of that
school. So it’s about the designer maybe not solving a problem
that they are asked to solve or organize information, clarify [that
information], and design information but rather to be involved
earlier in the process where they are also invited to think about
how to gather information and edit that. [It is a] collaboration
with an editor, or with a client or someone else. Editorial Design
was very much about this awareness of the process and the
question of what, when, [and where] design begins. Of asking
that question at a different moment earlier in the process.
		
But I think the reason why that became also limiting is that,
at some point, it was becoming really obvious that most designers
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who were successful and were doing really great work were not
only editing content but were also involved in really thinking about
what type of content. So, not only being asked to think earlier with
someone, but maybe to even initiate [the projects] themselves. Or
to kind of help spark a project or a theme, that then could result in
a design project or result in a project where an editor finds [their
own] way in. [With the change to] Design Research, I think we
were looking for a term that allowed for more political issues to be
talked about. More outward looking. Outward looking in terms of
society, different technologies, implications and how that [technology] influences the design process, or what you can make of [it].

Education and studio practice
JC

You described earlier that teaching went hand-in-hand
with your growing desire to practice, and how the activities you were doing in the studio fed into how you were
structuring your classes. Was there a good moment,
where something that had happened in the studio made
its way into the classroom very symbiotically, or …?
VK Yes, I can name some examples, and some failed examples of that.
Let’s start with the failed one. As you’ve noticed in ‘Uncorporate
Identity, there are a lot of interviews. It was something we were
doing a lot of at the time; reaching out to people in disciplines that
may not understand at all what design was, [and] we reached out to
them in order to learn from them, and ask specific questions about
how to talk about subjects that we considered important for design.
So the format of interviewing people, I thought, was a great method
for undergraduate students in editorial design to work with, right?
It’s also something that there are a lot of examples of and strategies you can learn from. But that did not work at all, and I think the
reason for that was that doing an interview with someone not only
requires a lot of practice, but also it’s too limiting visually.
		
That is something I really learned from giving that assignment,
this idea of reaching out to other people or having a conversation
and how that could feed back into your design process should
be, first and foremost, something visual rather than something
theoretical because students get stuck, right? It’s another process
to translate something that you have in a conversation into something visual. So, it may make more sense to start with the visual
to begin with, because that’s complicated and challenging and
exciting enough. What did work well, were assignments that, for
instance, were about areas where there’s a lot of visual cultures
(left)

Posters for Metahaven's film The Sprawl, 2016
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involved, but not necessarily accepted fields within graphic
design, such as conspiracy theories. Conspiracy theories are
kind of overloaded with visual strategies and logos and evidence,
that are very, very much designed, but [they’re] not considered
to be [the] type of design that is accepted in the realm of “good”
design. So, studying that and challenging students to work on
that, or dive into that, was also a lot of fun. Also, because you can’t
really go wrong because ‘conspiracy theories’ as a theme, are

Students perform a project created during the Graphic Design
Summer Session 2014 in Beijing, China

not necessarily perfect or academic or viable, which allows for a
lot of things to be played around with and experimented with.
JC

When I first hear of the types of the visual strategies
and visual cultures you describe, the word that
immediately comes to mind is ‘vernacular’…
VK Yeah, so the definition of vernacular is also something that I think
Metahaven uses, and maybe other people would recognize as a
recurring theme in our work. We would never label it that way. The
reason for this is, it’s way too limiting. Because, I think that lots of
things that we would frame as ‘vernacular’ may not be that, and
[by] labeling them ‘vernacular’, you also prevent them from being
[new] strategies. You also limit the possibility of things happening
by accident or deliberately. You just have to dig into [the source]
a little deeper [and try and understand] how they came about.
		
I think a really good example of that is Anonymous, the hackers group Anonymous. [At first,] the videos they make and put
out may look vernacular and they look kind of dirty or a little bit
unconventional in terms of what we consider to be ‘good’ design in
the lines of Modernism. But we now know that, the way they operate
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was super smart. To even use a word like Anonymous as a name,
as a strategy for avoidance, for collective authorship, for confusion,
as a way of navigating the geopolitical landscape, was so smart.
If we were to label Anonymous ‘vernacular’ from the beginning we
wouldn’t have allowed for it to be read in a much broader way.
		
In our work, a kind of ideological point of departure is kind of
inherent to what we make, and for whom we make it, and for what
cause. And we very strongly believe in the idea that, ‘progressive
politics need progressive aesthetics’. So, what we are concerned
with is the, [what] you could call the Left, but I’d prefer to call
‘progressive’. We need an aesthetic that is not about nostalgia, like
the political aesthetics we’ve already known [and seen]. At the
same time, [the aesthetics need to be] as loud as [the] present, as
some of the shouting that comes from another political perspective.
And I think that is something that we do not have a conclusion
about, but we are always trying to figure that out. So maybe that’s
where the vernacular comes in; it’s that we are also trying to position ourselves aesthetically and politically within topics that we’re
interested in. [We are] making it more visible, more prominent, and
in order to create that visibility we are trying to pull in [the] energy
from [other] visual energies [and] other places. Kind of moving that
into images, and to projects.
JC

Does speed, and recognition play
into your aesthetic gestures?
VK Yeah for sure, and speed also in the sense that, I think we are never
really happy with the stuff that we made three years ago, so we’re
always trying to move forward and rethink and re-do and reinvent.
Also speed in terms of that we’re trying to respond to conversations
to topics that we find necessary and urgent, and of course what is
necessary and urgent changes from day to day right? Not only for
us personally but for what is important and what is happening. So
there [are] moments that we make a campaign super fast or something, and just post it on Twitter, and speed is super important.
And it’s also in that [with] speed you can just try out stuff.

‘The personal is geopolitical’
JC

To bring it back into the classroom, how do you communicate to students that speed is an advantage? I think
that I have seen it go both ways, because speed is both
anxiety inducing, but there’s also importance to urgency
when dealing with shifting topics. How do you sort
of promote that?
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Sweatshirts designed and sold as a part of the Free Chelsea Manning campaign

VK What I really learned through teaching is to limit. In order to make
students aware of political possibility you have to step back from
what you find political and you have to figure out, together with
them, what is political for them. So that’s something that has
really changed for me. From a model where I would be much more
aggressive about it and very specific about what my beliefs were,
or what I thought would be a place where we should be working. [I’ve begun to] really step back from that and [try] finding a
way that students can find out for themselves what is political.
		
A very important project for me was the collaboration with
Chelsea Manning. And the work we’ve done with Holly Herndon.
With them, through collaborating, we came up with this new
term, a kind of new motto that has become really important to
us, which is ‘the personal is geopolitical’. That is a kind of play on
‘the personal is political’ slogan from the feminist movement of
the 1970s, where the domestic is actually a political space that
should be talked about. Why we came up with that, was that what
Chelsea Manning did with leaking all of this material to Wikileaks,
was that it was a very personal decision for her to do that. So,
the personal decision to disclose information that was not only
important to some parts of the world but that affected the entire
world, the geopolitical space. So, a decision that you make personally can suddenly have a geopolitical consequence right? Not to
say that you can, or that is the case with every single personal
decision you make. But that you have that power. So that what you
decide and how you operate in your personal space, could be
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Graphic Design Summer
Sessions is a two-week
concentrated critical design
study that takes place annually
in cities around the world. It is
organized by ArtEZ NL.

Vinca Kruk in a store during the Graphic Design Summer
Session 2015 in Detroit, MI

much bigger than you actually think. And that was really important for me for teaching, because I think the only way students
can find out what is, what it even means to be political, to find
that out for themselves. [Students have to] connect them to, not
necessarily to their private lives, but to their personal lives.
JC

That’s fascinating. Could you give me an example of
how you see that desire to respond geopolitically grow
or change since the Chelsea Manning project?
VK Well I would not necessarily [say there is] one example, but it just
changed my attitude in that environment in the classroom, being
kind of much more onto debating, to holding back and trying to
open doors so other people can step through.
		
Besides teaching at Arnhem, which is an undergrad program,
we have started the Summer Sessions1. Since 2015, Daniel and I
are teaching together for the first time at the European Graduate
School, which is a post graduate program, and is very, very different
from teaching in an undergrad graphic design school, because it’s in
an academic context. It’s people doing PhDs. The course that we’re
teaching there is framed within the theme of ‘Digital Design’, and
what we are doing there is much more theoretical. We are reading
texts, but then within a course like that, Daniel and I tried to also find
our way into how to think of a term like ‘digital design’ in a more
academic context.

Metahaven
Can Jokes Bring Down Governments?: Memes,
Design and Politics

On a similar middle ground between criticism and utopianism rested
Van Toorn’s “dialogic image,” which mashed multiple, conflicting
messages into a collage, or montage

Energy Fountain
1- C H A N N E L V I D EO LO O P + I N K J E T P R I N TS

The Energy Fountain is a video homage to
Juan van der Hamen y Léon’s painting, Still
Life with Fruit and Glassware. Embedded
within the painting of exotic fruits and elaborate
glass pitchers are signs of mortality and death.
The still life becomes a sign of both possession and commodity, as well its eventual end.
Still frame from Energy Fountain
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Energy drinks perpetuate a myth of
extreme excess. Death may be right around the
corner, but until then it’s all maximum potential,
peak performance, and total enjoyment. There
is an unrealistic desire in this claim of superhuman power. The lifestyle and the message energy
drinks promote push the boundaries of reality to
the extreme. The play between the fake and real
in this hyperbolic space fascinates me. Relating
back to Hamen y Léon’s painting, I asked myself,
How would I paint a contemporary still life?
This video and photographs become
a reflection of contemporary actualization and
attainment. Like a still life painting rendered with
extreme precision and a sharpness clearer than
reality, I play out the attraction and repulsion
of this synthetic environment. A plastic fountain
bubbles with an unnatural pink liquid, while a
saturated blue drips into acrylic containers.
Scattered through out the tight space
are fabric flowers used to cheaply decorate a
home. The bright colors, gurgling liquids, and
intense lights all bounce off the mirrored space,
creating a sensation of both allure and disgust.

Mark Fisher
Capitalist Realism: Is There No Alternative?

Gangster rap neither merely reflects pre-existing social conditions, as
many of its advocates claim, nor does it simply cause those conditions,
as its critics argue—rather the circuit whereby hip hop and the late
capitalist social field feed into each other is one of the means by which

capitalist realms transforms itself into a kind of anti-mythical myth.

1 74

Still frame from Energy Fountain

Still frame from Energy Fountain

Inkjet print from Energy Fountain series

Inkjet print from Energy Fountain series

Inkjet print from Energy Fountain series
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Shifting stance: a political
design strategy
E S S AY

The narratives of conformity, glutinous
over-consumption, and consumer guilt
are fucking old. They aren’t even of my
generation. If anything, they’re just a
reason to gripe about how I don’t fit in a
box and today there are so many boxes
for me to choose from; that’s wonderful.
How is individualism and self-expression different in an age of mass surveillance? Conformity is a passé
term, but worth revisiting if you can use it as a strategy to
hide. If all my actions, decisions, and interests are exploited
for monetary profit, then why the hell can’t I profit from
that as well? The truth is I don’t want to stop using Facebook or Instagram. I don’t want to disconnect. What I
propose is that you can have your cake and eat it too. We
are beyond a point of return. We can wait and dream of
destruction, but the cards are stacked against us. So where
can we be the most productive, as consumers and makers?
At this moment in capitalism, we cannot go back to
a brand-free state. Hell, “brand-free” is a brand in itself, look
at Muji! We find ourselves in a space where brands have
tried increasingly to define our individuality. Youth culture
has been consumed to the point where it eats itself and
motivates actual youth to desire an innocuous normality 1.
What I’d like to posit is that today’s ultimate goal is
to become invisible. This isn’t a desire to stand proudly independent and free of brand names and tags. Rather, this is a
desire to reclaim self-definition. I see that achieved through

186

S H I F T I N G STA N C E
1
‘Normcore’ is defined by the trend
forecasting group K-Hole, as “finding liberation
in being nothing special.” The term has been
used to describe a fashion and visual aesthetic
of the generic and using banality as an attitude.
K-HOLE. YOUTH MODE: A REPORT ON
FREEDOM. New York City: K-HOLE, 2013.
http://khole.net/issues/youth-mode/.

Muji a poster "Like Water", 2009. Campaign by Hara Design Institute

non-linear and abundant participation, contradiction to defy definition, fluidity that performs
camouflage. Invisibility is a premium freedom to
achieve in the age of mass surveillance. By being
invisible you are trying to avoid being acknowledged
by a defining entity. Invisibility requires active
participation; you cannot lie dormant or you will be
spotted and pushed into a demographic, defined.
Volume
Volume, in the tonal and visual sense, is an aesthetic
strategy screaming back into the vortex with louder
and more virulent force. As a designer, I align myself
with a tradition of Post Modernism2. My intent is
not to return to a nostalgic revelry of noncommittal
ideology and detached irony— by pushing for an
aesthetic maximalism and looking at the extremes,
I advocate for a design practice that pushes through3.
Over notification, over sharing, over exposure,
and over saturation are qualities of contemporary
life. The design aesthetic that I advocate for match
that deluge with equal and louder force. What I hope
will result is a numbness of comfort and a sense of
relief amidst a torrent of stimulation. Awareness
can also come from the exhaustion and existential emptiness felt from a bad speed hangover.
Contradiction
I advocate for contradiction as a strategy for the protection and preservation of youth. A noncommittal
‘whatever’ is a phrase stereotypically associated with
the disaffected teenager of a my generation (our
adolescence took place during the late ‘90s and early
aughts). The argument against contradiction

2
Keedy, Jeff. “Graphic Design in the
Postmodern Era.” Emigre Essays. 1998. http://
www.emigre.com/Editorial.php?sect=1.
3
see interview with Steven Shaviro
pp. 135-145
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is that it is ultimately irresponsible. What I hope is
that contradiction, combined with volume and mass
participation, becomes a brilliant tactic of obfuscation
deterring submission.

Back to School 2003 Abercrombie and Fitch catalog

If your stance is to have no stance, or rather
a constantly shifting one, then how can your opposition ever pin you down? If your statements are all
lies, then can you be held responsible for lying?
The hacker group Anonymous is popularly
credited for their collective application of a contrary
and slippery political strategy 4. The Occupy Wall
Street movement applied a similar tactic.
It denied the public a definition of their politics
by not coalescing into a singular collective
stance. Seen through this lens, contradiction is
not representative of a lack of commitment, but
is rather a tool of defense and independence.

4
Coleman, Gabriella, “Our Weirdness is
Free.” Triple Canopy January 2012. https://
www.canopycanopycanopy.com/contents/our_
weirdness_is_free
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Nonlinear participation
Definition is the price of convenience. It saves you
from making a couple more keystrokes. It alleviates
your brain from having to store so many passwords.
It reminds you when your Tide™ has run out and
keeps you from ordering too many Bounty™ paper
towels5. In order to circumvent these devices of
control, I advocate for a tactic of abundant confusion;
constant shifting of your profiles, preferences,
requests, and form fields.
So, jump in and out of the stream. Opt in
and out of services. Praise, revile, ridicule, respect,
laugh, cry, agree, blame, compliment, insult, and
post. Defy the definition of your profile, because it
is getting harder every day to effectively live outside
of metrics and surveillance. Distribute yourself
across platforms with different permutations of identity. Celebrate the “freedom” of networked persona.
Fluidity
A character that comes to mind is Proteus, the sea
god of ever-shifting change. The Greek god, referred
to by Homer as “Old Man of the Sea,” can assume
the form of any being and does so to escape capture
from Menelaus. His vast knowledge and wisdom
grant him the ability to foretell the future, and his
shape shifting is a safeguard against the revelation
of desirable information.
If a marketer’s wet dream is the 18-35
demographic, and youth is the lifeblood of consumer
capitalism, then how do youth cultures protect
themselves? Using Proteus as an example, the
definition of invisibility can be understood more
lyrically. By building a continuous shift of stances
and opinions you can build a contradictory shape
that behaves closer to adaptation than blending
(a strategy popularized by the trend forecasting
group K-HOLE and their term ‘norm core’).

5
A direct reference to the Amazon™
Dash Button

RAPID RESPONSE

Wenceslaus Hollar, Aristaeus and Proteus
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Russian youth do physical exercises, with portraits of Russian President Dmitry Medvedev and Prime Minister
Vladimir Putin (R) in the background, at the summer camp of the pro-Kremlin youth group "Nashi"

Destabilization
I lightly mentioned earlier in this thesis the propaganda orchestrations of Putin6. A big part of Putin’s
mounting offensive against the West is a sophisticated production of contradictory media. At his
employ are numerous personalities, investments,
online trolls, and a 24/7 news station that promotes
a constantly shifting propaganda narrative. Putin
and his advisor, Vladislav Surkov, are mounting
a “non-linear war”7 In such a war, you never know
what the enemy is up to or who they are. Conflict
not only takes place on battlefields, but also in the
mind and market.8 For Surkov, the point is not to
win, but to create a “constant state of destabilized
perception in order to manage and control.”9
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p. 27

7
The term 'non-linear war' was coined
by Vladislav Surkov to describe a warfare of
contradiction and made up of many components
beyond battle.
8
Russian “corporate raiding” is a tactic
whereby the Russian government begins
investing in companies and trying to seize
control. Pomerantsev, Peter. “How Putin Is
Reinventing Warfare.” Foreign Policy How Putin
Is Reinventing Warfare Comments. May 5, 2014.
http://foreignpolicy.com/2014/05/05/how-putin-isreinventing-warfare/.
9
Curtis, Adam, and Charlie Brooker. “Charlie
Brookers 2014 Wipe - Non Linear Warfare by
Media (Summary with Adam Curtis).” https://
youtu.be/KOY4Ka-GBus.
10 Nye, Joseph S. Soft Power: The Means
to Success in World Politics. New York: Public
Affairs, 2004.

Above, Vladimir Putin's popular horseback riding portrait has been authored by anonymous internet users.
Internet memes are great examples of images being collectively authored for rapid response and potential protest.

My point in referencing Putin’s frightening
bending of truth and reality is to highlight that
designers possess weapons of soft power (a persuasive approach to international relations, typically
involving the use of economic or cultural influence,
not military force or resources)10. Within the rhetoric
of rapid response, (the encouragement of co-optive
observation, appropriation, and reflection) the distributed tactics of Putin and Surkov can inform design
and cultural strategies. Most importantly, designers
can orchestrate public participation to destabilize
how an individual is defined and controlled.

The Republica National Convention of 2007
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Activists at a #Blacklivesmatter protest in Ferguson, MO

The Chicago Board of Trade full of activity in 2014

An empty Chicago Board of Trade in 2015

The wreckage of the Rana Plaza collapse of 2013 in Dhaka, Bangladesh
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RAPID RESPONSE

Epilogue

Expression has always been my central
concern for graphic design. Expression
can come in the service of myself,
as an individual, or for a client.
More importantly expression
can mobilize and empower a group,
a public.
Design authorship and production take
place on all stages, not just visual; such
capability solidifies the designer’s hand,
eye, and voice and activate community.
Exploring the potentials of design’s
power to plan and direct response
through publishing, media, technology,
narrative, page, poster, sound and
screen defines what is ahead.
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S ECT I O N T I T L E T K T K

Rapid Response is a design
practice that responds to
the accelerating speed of
consumption. It holds a
reflective and responsive
mirror to our culture of
overconsumption. With an
informed critical eye and
kleptocratic hand, I consume,
sample, and render the
visual energy of commerce
and respond directly in the
stream on available platforms
and on a number of scales.

